Migration of Two Species of Honeyeaters
By K. A. HINDWOOD, Sydney, N.S.W.
Bundanoon (elevation 2,200 feet) is a popular holiday resort on the southern highlands of New South Wales, and lies about eighty miles south-west of Sydney. It was there, on May 2 and 3, 1947, that I watched an extensive migration of two species of honeyeaters, namely the White-naped (Melithreptus lunatus) and the Yellow-faced (Meliphaga novae-hollandiae = chrysops auct.). I had no way of ascertaining how long the movement had been in progress as I was not in the locality before May 2. However, it seemed to have ceased by May 4, on which day no migrating birds could be observed. Following an absence of several days I was again in the area on May 9 without seeing any evidence of migration.
The flight was first noticed at 10 a.m. on May 2, 1947. Flocks of two hundred or more birds were seen flying from one clump of trees to another, fifty to one hundred feet above cultivation paddocks. For the most part they were moving directly north. Between 10 a.m. and 10.30, several thousand birds passed over, generally at an elevation of from fifty to one hundred feet. They would congregate in the topmost branches, often on dead limbs, of trees on the crest of a ridge, to the south of which was a deep valley : after resting for a short while they would move off to the north. With but occasional breaks there was an almost continuous flight for more than an hour. Towards mid-day their numbers lessened. With fewer numbers passing it was possible to estimate how many birds passed a given spot. Between 12.10 p.m. and 12.25 p.m., for instance, the following count was made-flock of 56 travelling north, 20 north-east, 36 north, 50 north-east, 6 north, 5 north, 2 north, making a total of 175 birds for a period of fifteen minutes.
The next day, May 3, a thick fog blotted out the landscape until 9 a.m. When the fog lifted the flight was again in evidence. Between 9 a.m. and 9.30 a.m., many thousands of birds passed in flocks of up to two hundred or more. As on the previous day the number of birds (of both species) involved lessened considerably after the morning 'rushes.' Likewise, the direction of their flight was not so consistently north, but often to the north-east, and during the afternoon frequently to the east. Both while resting and when in flight the birds uttered short, rather plaintive notes, highpitched in the case of the White-naped, harsher in the Yellow-faced. It seemed to me that there was an air of excitement and urgency in the movements and the call-notes of the birds.
On May 4 there was no fog, but the morning was cloudy and cold, with a strong westerly wind until 10 a.m., after which it was warm and sunny with hardly any wind. However, no birds were seen during that day. The spot where the birds were observed was in the grounds of `Greenways' guest house, one of the most elevated parts of Bundanoon.
The above observations agree with those made by A. R.
McGill,' at Blackheath (elevation 3,500 feet) a year previously. Blackheath lies some seventy miles directly north of Bundanoon. Most of the birds seen at Bundanoon were moving north and, if they continued in that direction, would pass over Blackheath. The inference to be drawn from both observations conjointly is that there is an annual autumnal migration, or movement, of the two species of honeyeaters noted; also that this movement is of considerable volume and takes place during late April and early May, and apparently follows the highlands of the Blue Mountains, taking a direction generally from south to north. The area between Bundanoon and Blackheath consists of several extensive plateaux dissected by deep valleys.
Whereas most of the flocks were travelling north it was observed that numbers of birds, particularly after the morning 'rushes,' deviated to the north-east and to the east. It would appear, therefore, that there may be a gradual dispersal to the coastal areas lying east of the highlands, as the birds move northwards. Such is in accord with observations made in the neighbourhood of Sydney, for instance, where flocks of both species have frequently been recorded,2 mostly during the months of May and June. At this time of the year the heathland shrubs (Banksia, Grevillea, etc.) and the Eucalyptus trees, in the coastal areas, often flower profusely and attract large numbers of nectar-loving honeyeaters. Apart from an apparent large influx in the numbers of both the White-naped and the Yellow-faced Honeyeaters to the coastal areas of New South Wales, during the autumn and winter months, there is a considerable, though well-dispersed, breeding population present in spring and summer. Such birds may not join any definite migratory movement but are, I believe, inclined to wander a good deal after nesting is finished. In other words, they are nomads rather than migrants.
It seems that a regular northward migration of at least two species of honeyeaters takes place during the autumn. Where this movement begins and where it ends is, in our present state of knowledge, a matter of speculation. It is apparent from the foregoing observations that it is at the very least one hundred miles in extent. No doubt it commences much further south and continues far to the north of the two observation points, Bundanoon and Blackheath. The indications are that the birds may move on a fairly narrow front with a gradual progressive dispersal to suitable coastal feeding grounds. Again there may be several such fly-ways over a broad front. The absence of observers and the consequent lack of a continuous series of records preclude any definite conclusions.
